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 In the light of day, the night's escapades seemed stupid. Both Matt and Emily agreed it was a mistake and decided to chalk it up to a one time drunken episode. Thankfully, they found that they still shared a productive  proffesional relationship.

 All was going well, until a month later Matt noticed, that Emily wasn't as sharp as usual.

 "What's up Em? You seem to be off your game. Did you stay up too late binge watching Sci-fi shows? " He snickered, well aware of Emily's one weakness.

 "No, I don't understand what's going on. I feel really queasy. It must be the suhi, I ate last night. But Taste of Tokyo always has fresh stuff." She barely managed to finish her sentence, before she had to rush off to the restroom to throw up.

 Matt did not see anymore of Emily that day. He wondered what had happened. She came to his office the next day to resume their discussion, but her face was the picture of misery;

 "What happened? Did  Patrick Stewart die?" Matt asked knowing her absurd obsession for the man who played Jean Luc Piccard.

 When even such a glib remark about her beloved actor failed to get a reaction out of her, he got really worried. "What happened Em? Is  everything okay?"

 "Not really." Em replied.

 Emily was the most direct person Matt had ever met. Her evasive demeanor frightened him. "Em, you are my only friend. Please tell me. Whats wrong?"  "I--I'm pregnant." Emily could barely get the words out.

 "What? How is that even possible? Oh!" Then realization dawned. "Oh! No. No, no no." He protested.

"Yess..." Emily hissed.

 "Are you sure?"
  "Absolutely. I took four tests."

 "Okay, Okay, okay. I am in my final year. So we can figure this out. I'll talk to my mom. I am sure she will help."

 "What, in god's name, are you talking about?"

 "We need to figure  out a way to look after the baby." Matt replied, puzzled.

 "Are you insane? I am going to have an abortion. It's been only 31 days, so I think I can just take a pill."

 "Aborition! You are going to have an abortion?" The color drained from Matt's face.

 "Yes, of course. What did you expect?"

 "Right. Makes sense. You are in your first year of grad school. Raising a baby is going to be impossible for you."

 "Duh!"  "When are you getting it done?"

 "IN a couple of days, I expect. In these cases, the sooner the better. I'll call today and get an appointment as soon as possible." 

 The two of them sat quietly, lost in thought, and no amazing  physics ideas came to them that day.

 Matt went home at lunch time and called his mom. Then he went to see Emily at her apartment. Emily answered the knock, and then dashed off. Violent retching sounds from the bathroom informed matt that she was  puking. He sat on the sofa and waited for her to return. He wished her morning sickness was not so severe. it was going to make it less likely, that his request would be granted.

 "Whats up Matt?" Emily asked plonking herself on the sofa.

  "Em, is there any way you would agree not to have an abortion?"

 "What? Are you crazy?"

 "I'll take full responsibility for the baby. I won't ever expect anything of you. I promise. My mom has agreed to help me out." "You must be insane. No. No, absolutely not. And you have no say in this matter." Emily shouted in anger.

 "I am the father right?"

 "Of course. Don't you remember what happened on this very couch, a month ago? Do you think I go around doing that everyday? But that does not give you the right to tell me what to do with my body." She was fuming.

 Matt was hurt and angry, but he had to stay calm, or he would have no chance at all. "No. But please. As the father, I feel responsible for this child."

"Of course you are, but you know very well, that the decision is mine. I don't need your approval."

 "I know, that is why I am pleading with you. Please have the baby. I will take care of everything else. I'll give you my word, and   I'll even give it to you in writing in front of witnesses if you want, so it is legally binding."

 "Why does this matter to you so much? It can't be convenient for you to care for the baby either. You will be graduating next year and searching for a postdoc. Your situation is hardly stable. So why?"

 Matt sighed. "I am the product of a one night stand. My mother almost had an abortion. At the last minute, in the hospital, she had a change of heart, and that is why I exist. So I can't bear to have this baby lose a chance at life, for my folly. I am begging you. I, of all people, should have known better. I am older than you too. I know, I failed you that night and I have no legal right to ask you this, but please." 

 In spite of her anger Emily couldn't help feeling sorry for Matt. But she had to  be firm. "Oh Matt! I am so sorry, but I cant edure the pregnancy for 9 months. I must focus on my research. Even if the morning sickness goes away in 3 months, and that is not guaranteed, the third trimester is no joke. Besides, the longer I stay pregnant the more my brain adapts to be a mother, and the harder it becomes to give up the baby. If I actually have the baby, I may not be able to give it up to you. I can't take that chace. I have worked too hard to get here and I am in no position to give a baby a comfortable life. I can't do it matt. I am sorry."  Matt got up to leave. Then he turned around to ask, "Would you like me to come with you to the hospital, when you go for the procedure?"

 Emily was in tears. "If that's not too much to ask, I could really use some emotional support."

  Matt nodded and left. He was upset, that he could do absolutely nothing. He wanted that child. It meant the world to him. Yet the law gave him no hope. He understood why, but that did not make him feel any better.

 Two days later, he sat beside Emily at the hospital. The doctor  had checked her up and then handed her the pill. He looked at her meaningfully. "No Matt, I am not changing my mind." Emily said shaking her head. 

 He held her hand, while she took the pill and he whispered an apology and a farewell to the baby he had so wronged.  Then he sat there staring at the wall and crying silent tears. He felt great resentment for the law, and the woman who wasn't willing to make any compromise. He felt angry and helpless.

 But that was only until he looked in to her eyes and saw the sadness there. For all  her certainty, Emily was sad too. How much harder it must be for her, since the life is blossoming inside of her, he thought. He stopped resenting her.

 As they held hands and walked out of the hospital, Emily thrust her head on to his chest and broke down crying. He realized her rational, practical arguments were a facade to help her go through the abortion, the thought of which, was upsetting her deeply. he wondered how hard she had to fight her emotions to keep it together, he patted her head and stayed with her the rest of the week,  helping her recuperate.

 During the week, they both realized that, they did not want to be in a relationship, at least not for a while. They both needed time to process the abortion, but perhaps some day. Until then, they would be colleagues and may be friends. 

 For the next frew months they drowned themselves in Physics and were glad to find that they still enjoyed working together.

END OF STORY :)
-------------------
NEXT STORY ON NEXT PAGE ---------->     The Famous HP
-------------------
 Inspector Radcliffe was miffefd. Unceremoniously yanked out of his Sunday afternoon nap, he had been summoned to a cottage in the woods, that could only be accessed by a dirt road. Right at this moment, the mud stains  on his crisply ironed beige trousers seemed to disturb him far more than the body lying on the floor. And not to mention, the group of caricatures that surrounded him. 

 These loons, as Radcliffe had summed them up to be, were having some sort of  ridiculous costume party. Grown ups parading around in costumes all weekend long eating junk food and playing nonsense games. What was the world coming to? The goofballs insisted on staying in character, as they called it.

 Dagny Taggart, Leo Valdez, Emma, Count Dracula, Miss Marple and loads of other fictional characters seemed to have escaped the confines of their pages and assembled in this cottage, for the sole purpose of annoying inspector Radcliffe, or so he grumbled.

 And there on the floor lay Harry Potter. He was dead. Pity there is no Voldemort. Then it would have been an easy case to crack, Inspector Radcliffe mused. Harry Potter had died in the drawing room much like the Riddle family, but the frothing at the mount indicated he had been poisoned. Perhaps he was  paralyzed too, because he hadn't moved or cried out. So on the face of things, it had the look in to my eyes or wand and drop dead please approach, that Voldemort so favored.
 
 When the inspector first entered, he tried questioning the suspects, which  included everyone in the cabin. But he got the most irritating answers out of them, only to realize they were being true to the characters they were impersonating. Yoda was the most vague and infuriating of them all. Most unfortunate, the inspector thought, when he learned with great difficulty, that  Yoda may have been an actual witness to the crime.

 But, "Find the answer behind the curtain, you will.", was all Yoda had to offer.

 Hermione Granger had tried to be helpful, but she knew very little and was distraught. After all Harry Potter was dead! Did they know each other? Good luck finding that out! The only answer he got was, Hermione and Harry have been firm friends since they were 11 and had to collaborate to outwit a three headed dog named Fluffy.

 Ron Weasely was  conspicuously missing. But apparently no one had chosen to impersonate him.

 No one else seemed to care that a man was dead, but then again most of them had no reason to care about Harry Potter, if they were staying true to their character. Only Miss  Marple showed interest, but of course investigating a murder would be right up her street. In fact, it was she, who had called him.

 For a moment the inspector wondered if the man had really been murdered, or if this was some elaborate charade, a part of the program, to get a real police inspector to participate in their nonsense.

 As he examined the body again, he confirmed that this was no joke. The man had indeed been poisoned. Miss Marple was looking at the body too. She clicked  her tongue. "Such untidy hair and strange clothes. What is wrong with young people these days? But the boy did not deserve to die. He's so young."

 "What do you think happened?" The inspector could not resist asking.

  "It's too early to tell but, it is probably someone who has murdered before. A murderer always wants more. You may want to question that suspicious egg headed foreigner with a mustache, who keeps stealing furtive glances at the body."

 "That was the first  time the Inspector noticed Hercule Piorot leaning against a window half hidden behind the frilly pink curtain. Odd, he thought, that Poirot wasn't all over the case.
 
 "What's your take on this case Monsieur Poirot?" He asked, and noticed that Miss  Marple was right by his side waiting for an answer.

 "Hercule Poirot does not want to be disturbed. He said. "The little grey cells, they are busy."

 "Hercule Poirot, are you French?" Miss Marple demanded.
 "Belgian, Madame." Poirot replied, annoyed.

 "He has murdered, hasn't he?"

 "Poirot? He is a famous detective. Just like you." The inspector replied amused.

 "But he has murdered . I can tell."

 "Oh yeah. In Curtain. Poirot's last case."

 "Vanity. He was out smarted." Miss Marple observed. 

 "I suppose you could say that."

 "Then he could murder again." "Wait, Curtain! Is that what Yoda was talking about? The answer lies behind the curtain. in the story Curtain, Poirot was a murder. So was it you?" He looked at Poirot, who was now sitting down on the floor looking curiously ill.

 "Yes, I must admit, it  was."

 "Why? Why would you do it?"

 "His name is Harry Potter. he has my initials. Yet he, an untidy teenager, dares to be more famous than me, me the great Hercule Poirot. Outrageous!" "So you killed him?" Inspector Radcliffe could not believe what he was hearing.

 Two days later the man died in custody. Advanced stage pancreatic cancer was the cause of death. Inspector Radcliffe later learned, that the doctor had given him a  week to live. Perhaps this final death sentence completely unhinged an already unstable man. Who knows?

 He had left behind a letter. he would restore Hercule Poirot to being the most famous HP, by killing Harry Potter he would commit this one  and only murder, just before he died. it was murder for a good cause, following in the footsteps of the all time greatest HP.

END OF STORY
------------------- 
NEXT STORY ON NEXT PAGE -------------->      The Third Date
-------------------
 "Aargh! How incredibly annoying." Dan blured out as he felt his pockets for his cell phone. Had he actually left it behind? He was almost half way home for crying out loud. And his nose was freezing in the wintry Chicago wind.
  He kicked the stone parapet lining the road in frustration. "Ouch!" he shouted as his frozen toes crashed in to the hard stone surface. He felt around his coat and jeans pockets once more for his cell phone. "Fine. I guess I just have to go back." He mumbled annoyed and  retraced his steps to Natasha's apartment.
 
 And she is going to be so mad at me, Dan fretted. She has that important meeting in Seattle tomorrow, and in 5 hours she has to leave for teh airport. But at least the phone is on silent, so it won't bother her.
  She said she had wanted to be well rested, for the outcome of the meeting would determine whether or not she would get a promotion at work.

 Dan had wanted to stay the night. The evening going so well.  It had been their third date and sex seemed  likely. Dan had hoped for it. But Natasha was adamant. "The meeting tomorrow can make or break my career, Dan. I must stay focused." She had insisted.

 Never mind, thought Dan. There will be a fourth date and then another. He was sure of it. Natasha had  shown so much interest in his hobbies, his work and his family. Clearly she was in this for the long haul.
 
 As he approached Natasha's apartment, he was surprised to notice the dim glow of a night light in her bedroom. Perhaps she was afraid of  sleeping in the dark, he mused, and it made her ever so much more endearing. He hoped she wouldn't be too mad at him, but what else could he do?
 
 As a sales guy, his cell phone was his life line, and she was supposed to be far away in Seattle for the next couple of days.

 Dan was about to press her doorbell, but he hesitated. Natasha often left teh door unlocked, he knew because she had mentioned it just a few hours ago. Perhaps he could slip in and pick up his phone without  disturbing her. Slowly he pushed the handle and noiselessly opened the door. Perfect, he thought, as he saw the phone lying under the coffee table reflecting the dim light oozing out of a narrow gap under the bedroom door. But just as he was about to reach for the  phone, he heard voices.

 Baffled and panicked, he ducked behind the couch, just in time as the bedroom door opened. A strange woman stepped out and walked towards the kitchen. Dan could no longer see her, but he heard her put something in to the  microwave. A few seconds later, Natasha stepped out and joined the woman in the kitchen.

 The two women seemed to be having a very strange conversation. It took Dan a couple of minutes to follow the thread of the conversation he had  stumbled in to the middle of. His heart skipped a beat when he figured out that Natasha and the unknown woman were planning a murder that they would execute that very night. he stifled a gasp just in time, when he realized that the person they were planning to murder  was his upstairs neighbor. Mr. Bradshaw was undeniably annoying. He bounced a ball or tapped loudly at the oddest hours of the night. But for all his idiosyncrasies Mr. Bradshaw did not deserve to be murdered, Dan thought.

  Distracted by his thoughts about Mr. Bradshaw, Dan almost missed out the most important part of the conversation he was eavesdropping on. He almost fainted when he learned that Natasha and her accomplice were planning to frame him, Dan, for the murder. Natasha had shared with the other woman all the person information she had fished out of him on their date today, and they were discussing which bits they could effectively use to make the frame up convincing. 

 Dan struggled to keep calm and silent so he could hear all their plans. He dearly wished he hadn't told Natasha that he had complained to the super about Mr. Bradshaw. He waited till they returned to the bedroom and then quietly grabbed his phone and slipped out of the apartment. His mind was in a whirl. What should he do? Should we warn Mr. Bradshaw? But Mr. Bradshaw may not believe him. Besides, what could he make of their conversation, Mr. Bradshaw was probably a Russian spy. That explained all the strange noises at odd hours.

 Who were these girls? The whole thing was so surreal. However did he get  tangled up with them? He remembered Natasha telling her accomplice that she had sought him out because he lived in the apartment below Mr. Bradshaw. Yes, of course, she had bumped in to him at the supermarket carrying an armful of toilet paper. It had seemed so cute to him then.  To think it was all a charade on her part.

 A new alarming thought occured to him. Were the girls working with the CIA? Hadn't that other woman mentioned something about the Agency. In that case, going to the police may be a very bad idea. Whatever could  he do? He was too frightened to return to his apartment, and it was just so cold outside.

 Then he had an idea. The most important thing was for him to find a reliable alibi. That way he could not be framed. Then it came to him. THe drive-through ATM  had a security camera that recorded all its surroundings at all times. The arches around the ATM would shield him from the wind. So he leaned against the wall in front of the ATM and snuggled up feeling safe. The security tapes would show him lying there all night with the appropriate  time stamps.

 But what next, he wondered, sleepily. Tomorrow, well he would cross that bridge when he got to it, he dcided and dozed off.

 Far away from the ATM, in a dimly lit bedroom Natasha and her friend were  incapacitated by a fit of giggles. Finally, after almost a quarter of an hour, Sally calmed down enough to say, "Really Natasha. You're a Riot. How could you do that to him? I wonder what he is up to now."

 "No need to wonder." Natasha replied recovering a few seconds later, "I bugged his phone. And as for how I could do it, whatever do you mean? You were the one who dared me to! You dared me to convince my new boyfriend that I was plotting to frame him for muder."

 "Tasha you idiot. I was drunk at that  party last night!"

 "Yeah, but a dare is a dare, and I always meet the challenge."

 "By the way, what do you mean you bugged his phone?"

 "I mean, I programmed it to send me its GPS coordinates every few minutes. See he is at the drive through ATM. He has been there for a while. Smart guy. The security cameras there provide an iron clad alibi of his whereabouts."

 "Wow you are tech savvy! Amazing, how you used that concealed webcam to spy on the door, so  you would know when he entered. He was as quiet as a mouse. We would never have known when he entered without it. But how did you know he wouldn't ring the bell? What would you do if he did?"

 "I didn't know he wouldn't. I had turned off the buzzer in case he did, and hoped he would just try the door. I made sure he knew I usually keep it unlocked. I slipped it in to some anecdote I told him today. After all, I had taken his phone, and I knew how important it was to him. I also made it very clear that I would be very upset if woken  up. if he had knocked I would have no answered, and he would have probably tried the door anyway. I must admit it was the weakest part of my plan."

 "SO you think he will ever forgive you for this prank?" Sally asked.
 Natasha shrugged. "Let's see. Tomorrow is another day."
-------------------
END OF STORY, NEXT STORY ON NEXT PAGE ------------------>    Chinese Whispers
-------------------
Lost
---------
 AS the clock struck midnight, a shrill cry pierced the silence of the cool night. Lalita longed to cover her ears with a pillow and go back to sleep, But it wasn't really an option. Baby Ruchi and her terrible screams  ruled the home these nights and it was time for her feed.

 As Lalita coaxed herself out of the warmth of the covers, she knew something wasn't right, but she was too groggy to figure out what. She  reached out to the crib next to her bed and grabbed baby Ruchi. Ruchi began to calm down. With six months of regular practice, Ruchi had become adept at feeding, so as soon as Lalita held the babe to her breast, quiet reigned once again the Gupta household.

 That's when Lalita realized what was  missing. Of Course! It's too quiet. Lalita realized, as she looked around frantically. The absence of her husband's gentle rhytmic snores had become conspicuous, once Ruchi had calmed down.

 Lalita reached for the light switch next to the headboard and scanned the room. Her eyes confirmed what her ears had already indicated. Mukesh was not in the room. So where could he be?
 
 Perhaps Lalita was edgy, because they had just moved in to this new apartment in a new town only a couple of weeks ago , otherwise she might have thought to check the bathrooms at least before she panicked, but it finally came to her. She thoroughly checked every nook and cranny of the house, but he was no where to be seen. With the baby fed and sound asleep, Lalita called Mukesh's phone, but it rang on the nighstand almost waking Ruchi up. Lalita quickly disconnected and heaved a sigh of relief, after confirming that Ruichi was still asleep. Now what? She wondered. Where could he have gone?

 She tried to be calm and think about what  they had talked about before going to be around 10:00 PM. She recalled that Mukesh had a spot of indigestion. Perhaps he had gone for a walk, or shot over to the 24 hour medical store to get some antacid. Yes, it must be that, she decided. She would wait. She tossed and turned, but she  could not sleep. She wished he had taken his phone at least.

 The minutes ticked away excruciatingly slowly as Lalita strained her ears to pick up any sounds that may signal Mukesh's return. But nothing happened. She began to pace. Then she started out of  the balcony to see if she could spot him walking near the building. But there was no sign of him.

 She called the watchman and asked if he had seen her husband walking in the building compound. The night watchman had never met them, because they were  bew  in the society and he had not yet had a day shift during their stay. All he could confirm, was tha tno one had been walking on the society grounds in the last half an hour when he had been doing his rounds starting at midnight.

 Lalita was finding it  hard to fight her panic, but she had to stay focused and practical. Yet she was so worried. She knew that a heart attack could often present symptoms simillar to indigestion. What if Mukesh went to get an antacid and had a heart attack? What if he was lying unconcious somewhere or worse. No. No. She would not think that now. 

 Finally, she decided to go search for him. At least, she could get him medical assistance quickly, if required. She got dressed, picked up Ruchi and left the house, as she was stepping out of the building Ruchi  started bawling causing one of the ground floor residents to peek out of a window. The lady at the window called out ."Hey! You there! Are you okay? What happened? Where are you rushing to at this time? Are you unwell?"

 "My husband is missing>" Lalita  blurted out, as she hurried to the society gate, patting Ruchi on her back to calm her.

TO BE CONTINUED. 
-------------------- End of Version. This story and the rest will be continued in The Third Edition. 